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Yulu language 


Yulu (also spelled Youlou, pronounced [yu: lu: ]) is a Central 
Sudanic language spoken by the Yulu people of South Sudan and the 
Central A frican Republic (CAR). It has an estimated 7,000-13,000 
speakers.® 

Yulu is classified as a Central Sudanic language of the Bongo- 
Bagirmi branch. It has been written using Latin script (with 
adjustments for sounds with no corresponding letters) since the 
Rejaf Language Conference in 1928 attempted to standardize a 
writing system for the region's indigenous languages. 

Many Sudanese people prefer to speak Arabic; however, there is a 
new movement to promote the instruction of local languages in 
school. This is particularly because a large proportion of speakers 
are not literate in Yulu.® Between 30 and 50 languages are spoken 
in South Sudan; Yulu was not recommended by the Rejaf Language 
Conference to be taught in schools, possibly contributing to its 
endangerment.® 

Yulu has four tones in speech: high, mid, low and extra-low. One of 
its defining features is the use of compound verbs. Compound verbs 
are a cluster of between two and four related verbs that create 
meaning when combined.® Some of the most comprehensive 
linguistic information on Yulu was written by Stefano Santandrea, a 
Catholic priest from Rome who lived in Bahr al-Ghazal for several 
decades.® 
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Classification 
























Yulu has been geographically classified differently by different experts, some of whom refer to it as "Central 
Sudanic,"^ some as "Eastern Sudanic,"^ and still others as "West-Central Sudanic."^ Boyeldieu^ and 
Greenberg^ both place it in the " Bongo-Bagirmi " group of languages, while Tucker and Bryan refer to it as 
a "non-Bantu language of north-eastern Africa."^ Yulu is similar to Binga, the two being mutually 
intelligible, and there is debate as to whether they are separate languages or dialects of one. The Rejaf 
Language Conference classified the two as one language, and Gabjanda agrees that it makes more sense to 
see them as dialects of the same language/ 10 ^ 5 ] Santandrea, meanwhile, says that Yulu is the standard form, 
as opposed to a dialect/ 11 ] The vocabulary between the two languages does differ significantly/ 12 ] Yulu also 
shares certain linguistic features with Gula and Modo/ 6 ' and both cultural and linguistic features with Kara 
and Binga/ 5 ! 

History 

The Yulu population itself only numbers some thousands, and subsists mostly on agriculture, hunting, and 
honey production. They are not assumed to be indigenous to the region they currently inhabit, and the 
mythology surrounding the Yulu's origin tells that they migrated northwest through Fur from the Blue Nile 
to reach the area of Sudan where they currently reside. Later, some Yulu were pushed farther west into the 

car. [13] 

Many Yulu speakers prefer speaking Arabic/ 4 ] the official language of Sudan and one which was embraced 
by the academic community. In 1960, Arabic was required in education past grade 3 and through university. 
The Navaisha Peace agreement added more flexibility, though, by allowing small provinces to adopt local 
languages as official ones/ 10 ] Teachers and academics in the Bahr el-Ghazal region of Sudan have pushed 
for the more widespread use of local languages in schools, specifically pointing out that many, including 
Yulu, survived in books published by Catholic missionaries, which should be taken advantage of/ 4 ] 

Geographic distribution 

Yulu is not the dominant indigenous language in the region within which it is spoken, however, it is used 
over a wide geographic area, consequently making it difficult to know how many speakers there are/ 5 ] The 
estimated 7,000 speakers are divided between roughly 4,000 in the CAR and 3,000 in Sudan. Within the 
CAR, the language is spoken in the Ouadda-Djalel and Ouadda sub-prefectures/ 3 ] while in Sudan it is 
primarily spoken in the southwestern area of Darfur and Western Bahr el-Ghazal/ 5 ] 

A 2013 survey reported that ethnic Yulu reside in Dem Jalab Boma, Ringi Payam, Raja County, South 
Sudan / 14 ] 

Phonology 

Consonants 

The following table provides an overview of the consonant phonemes/ 15 ] 
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The following table provides an overview of the vowel phonemesJ 16 ^ 
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Grammar 


One of Yulu's distinctive features is its system of four tones, classified as high, mid, low, and extra-low. It 
also boasts a relatively distinctive phenomenon of clustering verbs, anywhere between two and four at a 
time. These clusters work together to describe one process as if it were a single verb, and are not always 
distinguishable from one another within the cluster, in part because when one verb in a cluster ends in a 
vowel and the next verb begins with one, the two sounds overlap. These clusters are common in texts, and 
occur roughly 75% as often as single verbs. Verbs in Yulu always have a subject marker as well as a verb 
stem, and sometimes contain a verbal dependency or verbal plural marker.^ 

Writing system 


The Rejaf Language Conference recommended adopting the Latin script, with adjustments for the sounds 
that do not exist within it, as Yulu's writing system 
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